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Introduction: Interpreting interpretation 
 
Teaching can be invaluable for thinking. I often find that it is only when I attempt to 
communicate a theoretical concept to a first year student that I realise I don’t actually 
understand it very well myself. It is through the painful process of trying to explain 
from first principles why a concept like ‘queer theory’, or ‘technological determinism’ 
might be important that I come to understand it better for myself. 
I recently found myself engaged in two moments of first year teaching that proved 
very useful to an academic who edits a journal of Media and Cultural Studies. The 
first was a lecture on a first year unit entitled ‘Introduction to Communication and 
Cultural Studies’. The challenge here was to set up, for a group of young students just 
entering the university environment, what Cultural Studies is for: that is, before we 
began thinking about discourse, or modernity, or identity, to put in the simplest and 
most accessible terms possible – what does Cultural Studies do? I was not entirely 
satisfied with my own answer – how could one ever be in such a situation? – but I 
thought it workable: 
Cultural Studies is interested in how we make sense of who we are, how we 
make sense of our place in the world, how we form communities with other 
people, and how we think about and treat other people 
This is my attempt to communicate to students with whom I do not yet share a 
vocabulary the ideas that Cultural Studies is about identity, about community and 
about politics. But all of these – I realised in formulating this – all of these emerge 
from ‘how we make sense of’ the world. Ultimately, it is interpretation that it is at the 
centre of what I do when I do Cultural Studies. 
The second moment came in preparing a chapter for the new edition of that stalwart 
publication, ‘Cunningham and Turner’s Media in Australia’. Preparing the chapter on 
‘Textual Analysis’ – which again was meant to be textbook level, for new 
undergraduates – I had work out what I do when I analyse a text. Again, the teaching 
focus proved useful for me as I struggled to think about exactly what happens when I 
take a gay porn tape, or an episode of A Country Practice, or a community newspaper, 
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and ‘analyse’ it. Again, my final position is simplistic and incomplete, but hopefully 
helpful for students who are just embarking on learning the vocabulary that we so 
often use with easy repetition, to obscure our practices: 
When we perform textual analysis on a text, we make an educated guess at 
some of the most likely interpretations that might be made of that text. 
Other disciplines involve interpretation – Philosophy, English literature, Art History, 
Film Studies, Psychology – but it seems to me that what makes Cultural Studies 
unique is the attempt to understand interpretation as history. My Cultural Studies does 
not attempt to find impressive or sophisticated readings of texts which are studied in 
minute detail in order to see what they – or their creator – are ‘really’ saying. It is 
rather an attempt to write histories of the probable and the banal - the likely 
interpretations of texts. Which is not to say that there is ever any single, likely 
interpretation of a text; but is to say that there are more or less likely interpretations 
for different groups at different times, and that the best way to find these is to attempt 
to become as tutored as one can in reading – an expert at ordinary reading – by 
understanding as much about the intertexts which contextualise every text and support 
some interpretations over others. 
And while I have been thinking about these things – about the importance of the 
concept of interpretation in my practice of Cultural Studies, and about the different 
ways in which interpretation might be sought and recovered and written into histories 
– papers began to come in to Continuum about the process of interpretation. These 
were articles about how academics make sense of popular culture texts; about the 
limits we place on our possible interpretations; about the ways in which viewing 
audiences do exactly the same kind of interpretive work. These were not 
commissioned pieces: perhaps it was simply the case that other Cultural Studies 
practitioners were thinking about the same kinds of questions as I was. 
We have an overly familiar history about the interpretation of media texts in Cultural 
Studies. Firstly, we know, Screen theory makes deterministic interpretations of media 
texts, claiming to know how these texts ‘really’ affect and interpellate people, in 
terms derived from vulgar Marxism and unreconstructed psychoanalysis. In this 
model there is no space for viewers to partake in their own interpretive work; only 
academics interpret, and thus find the true meanings of texts.  
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And then – in this familiar history - interview and ethnographic work with audience 
members (such as that of David Morley and Ien Ang) begins to point out that in fact 
audiences do interpret texts in ways which are not predicted by the Screen approach. 
There follows a period of discussing ‘the active audience’ – reaching its peak (as this 
familiar history is often written) with the work of John Fiske, and in particular the 
textbook Television Culture. Fiske is accused (quite wrongly, I think) of saying that 
‘anything goes’ – that there are no limits to the interpretation of texts, and no favoured 
interpretations in a culture (see, for example, McGuigan, 1992: 126,7; Simons, 1994: 
83; Brunsdon, 1990). Following this worrying move into relativism, then, the next 
turn is back to deterministic readings – towards a ‘reality’ of power relations which 
structure cultural production and consumption. 
But this seems to me to be the wrong response to the charge of ‘anything goes’ that is 
laid Fiske’s feet. What seems much more sensible – as it is obvious that we cannot in 
fact predict interpretations of media texts before they are put into culture, and because 
(as poststructuralists) we accept that the way in which people make sense of their 
selves, their relations and their world are ultimately important – is to try to understand 
interpretation more clearly. What limits are put in place on the uses that might be 
made of a text? What interpretations might be encouraged at particular times? Why 
and how? 
It is interesting that, as this issue of Continuum demonstrates, several other scholars 
are considering similar questions. Many of the papers which feature in this issue of 
the journal adress precisely the question of interpretation: how it occurs, how it is 
limited, and how we should place it in our practice of Cultural Studies. 
The first group of papers examines the process of interpretation of media texts within 
the academy. Each of them points out that academics, as critics, have been peculiarly 
keen always to seek out the worst possible interpretation of a text. We have in place a 
number of abstract and overarching virtual structures – patriarchy, nationalism, racism 
– which, if we accept that they structure everything within a culture, lead us to 
immediately interpret every text as being sexist, being nationalistic, being racist – 
even if there is little evidence that such interpretations have been made anywhere 
outside of the academy (see McKee, 1997a, 1997b). Each of these writers points out 
that other interpretations of accused texts are possible – and may indeed be more 
likely. 
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Will Brooker is interested in how we, as academics, interpret raced representations in 
texts. His account of presenting a reading of The Phantom Menace at an American 
conference - and being denounced as racist for not seeing the racism in the text - is a 
salutory one. Brooker’s piece draws on interesting responses from his students to 
suggest that by always seeking out the worst interpretation of texts, we may be 
hampering our attempts to understand how they are working in culture. There is a 
strongly poststructuralist underpinning to Brooker’s paper. He implies that we should 
not believe that because a society is ‘patriarchal’ or ‘white supremacist’ (to use bell 
hooks’ term), that therefore every text which is produced in that society is equally and 
identically sexist or racist. Such an approach robs us of the ability to distinguish 
between texts on the basis of their differences and different uses. 
Nicole Vitellone is similarly interested in the ‘obviousness’ of certain interpretations 
for academic writers. Her paper engages us in a thought-exercise. In analysing the 
infamous ‘Grim Reaper’ HIV/AIDS campaign, she points out that previous academic 
attempts to understand these texts and their place in Australian cultural history have 
tended to proceed with an uninvestigated assumption that it is women’s bodies that 
carry the burden of representing the disease, as they are made monstrous in 
HIV/AIDS informational material. Vitellone suggests that alternative interpretations 
of these texts are possible; and demonstrates that if we think instead of men’s bodies 
as being at the centre of the adverts, then we end up with quite a different 
understanding of how they are working. Once again, it is the tradition of academic 
work – here the insight that culture often constructs women’s bodies as monstrous – 
that makes certain interpretations appear obvious, and stops us from considering other 
possibilities. Vitellone reminds us that all evidence is textual – including interview 
and ethnographic evidence (see McKee, 1999). She goes on to examine the interviews 
upon which previous writers have drawn to support their interpretations of these 
adverts and their place in Australian culture, showing that alternative interpretations 
of even this evidence are possible, and that a different approach to the texts produces 
different understandings of both the adverts, and of the interviews with the viewers of 
these adverts. 
Catharine Lumby is interested in how researchers have traditionally interpreted 
representations of young women. She notes that many media academics – ‘despite 
more than three decades of debate about the problems associated with the “passive” 
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consumer model’ - continue to interpret all media representations of young women, 
and all media representations aimed at young women, as producing passive, helpless, 
idiotic readers who are unable to interpret or understand their culture. Lumby’s 
argument that there are other ways for media academics to interpret the culture of 
representation which involves and is aimed at young women – approaches which 
would grant these audiences the same power of interpretation that we regularly allow 
to other audience segments – relies partly on the logic of equivalence (have we 
rejected the hypodermic model of meaning or haven’t we?), partly by simply pointing 
out the possibility of alternative interpretations, and partly by explaining her own 
responses to texts which attempt to represent young women as incapable of thinking. 
Michael Keane’s paper is interested in academic interpretations which are too quick to 
identify nationalistic discourses, and which close down the ambivalences and 
contradictions of a text too firmly. Analysing a group of recent Chinese television 
dramas which he sees to be: ‘indicative of new modalities of freedom [in Chinese 
public life]’, he challenges the academics who dismissed these programs as overtly 
nationalistic, sexist and entrepreneurialistic. Once again, Keane suggests alternative 
possibilities for interpreting these texts: for it seems to him that these programs are 
much more ‘open texts’ than the critics have allowed. Indeed, he suggests that: ‘[i]n 
the spirit of the Marxist dialectic … contradictions abound’ in these television 
programs. Like Brooker, Keane uses survey material from students to suggest that the 
possibilities for identification in the programs are more open than academic critics 
suggest: less nationalistic (allowing identification with American characters); less 
sexist (allowing identification with female characters); and less insistently 
entrepreneurial (allowing the possibility of refusing identification with the central, 
amoral and entrepreneurial ‘hero’ of one of the dramas). Keane interprets this 
evidence as suggesting that the programs are less about simplistic nationalistic attacks 
on America than about: ‘a prescription for a new Chinese subject formation in which 
the subject is a free agent’. Taking this approach, he then explores changing public 
discourses about the self, ethical behavior and relationship to the state and economy in 
China. 
Clare Birchall’s paper discusses academic thinking about interpretation more 
generally, as she points towards our lack of sustained and self-reflexive attention to 
our interpretive work as Cultural Studies academics. She is interested in the fact that 
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‘traditional academic discourses revile conspiracy theories’. By examining the way in 
which conspiracy theories are represented and circulated in popular culture, Birchall 
suggests that this may be because these ‘theories’ make the process of interpretation 
too explicit. Conspiracy theories are understood by their critics as reading too much 
from the text; seeing what is not there; making interpretations which are not justified 
by the evidence. Birchall suggests that maybe it is because they make debates about 
what is a reasonable interpretation into public ones that they are not acceptable by 
academic discourse. They require us to make clear what we normally take for granted 
and do not need to justify – how we interpret the culture around us, and how we 
decide what are suitable readings of texts. 
Jeff Gavin’s article examines a specific example of the limitations placed on 
interpretative work outside of the academy. It shows, very clearly, that an interest in 
how audiences interpret media texts is not the same thing as arguing that ‘anything 
goes’ in the work of interpretation. He picks up on the familiar assertion that: 
‘[Glenres help render films ... intelligible and ... explicable.  They offer a way of 
working out the significance of what is happening on the screen’ (Neale, 1990: 46). 
Rather than taking this as a given, he uses it as a basis for asking if and how the 
generic status of television teen-dramas and educational videos plays a part in 
promoting particular interpretations of the texts. Taking his methodological basis 
from the unusual (for Cultural Studies) discipline of hermeneutical Biblical Studies, 
Gavin interprets material from a number of focus groups of young adults discussing 
both a ‘social issues’ episode of Heartbreak High, and a safe-sex educational video. 
From this material, he suggests that the viewers of these programs are very competent 
at understandings the rules and implications of the genres they are watching; and that 
these rules do indeed structure the interpretations that they make (noting that one 
character, for example, plays the generically-familiar role of ‘the AIDS-girl’). Such 
material adds to the sometimes rather abstract mantra of ‘genre as a limit to 
interpretation’ with some suggestive examples. 
Neither of the last two articles directly addresses questions of interpretation: but each 
is involved in processes of interpretation itself. Heather Kerr’s account of little boxes 
in young girl’s culture is interested in how we interpret what turns out to be a 
surprisingly familiar object in childhood narratives (the doll’s house kitchen, the ‘get 
better box’ of a children’s story). Kerr attempts to interpret the use of the familiar 
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object in ways that illuminate the formation of identity, deciding which of ‘two 
incompatible, and very old, models of self-hood, one “organic”, about a kind of 
inevitable becoming, a second “technological” model suggesting that the self has to 
be shaped from the outside’ can best be applied to the uses of these objects, and what 
this might tell us about gendered identities. Finally, Mark McLelland’s paper 
examines the questions and responses posted on a Japanese gay advice column on the 
internet. His analysis points towards the importance of context in making 
interpretations of cultural objects. The people who write to this advice column have 
worries familiar from Western examples of the genre: the tension between duty and 
pleasure, between others and the self. The responses from the columnists are similarly 
familiar – promoting ‘personal choice, freedom and the right of the individual [gay 
man] to “cut out” his own life path independent of his family or social expectations’. 
But McLelland argues that we should interpret this column in the context of the 
culture where it originates – a context where much ‘traditional wisdom’ involves ‘a 
strong Confucian influence’, so that ‘a sense of “belongingness” is central to many 
Japanese people’s sense of wellbeing and they are prepared to pay a high price in 
terms of fulfilling “obligations” … in order to ensure group membership and 
protection’. When this context is borne in mind, the responses on this advice site can 
be interpreted as quite unusual, and suggestive of important changes taking place in 
Japanese culture. 
Of course, we have to accept that all attempts to understand interpretation are messy, 
consisting basically of educated guess-work. When we approach a text – as you have 
done with this introduction, as you will do with the articles in this issue of Continuum 
– we attempt to make sense of it, But we can never have the foundational guarantee 
that we understand what the author understood in writing; or what any other reader 
understands from their interpretation of it. We work with the ‘necessary fiction’ of the 
possibility of communication, and get on with the debate and attempts to understand 
and persuade each other about interpretations. There can never be a final answer, but 
perhaps it is the debate itself which is the point: to attempt to understand how others 
understand; to attempt to make them understand how we do. 
 
Alan McKee 
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University of Queensland 
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